Abstract: This paper focuses on miracle accounts in Bede's Ecclesiastical History, especially accounts of visions of divine light, and argues that in order to understand the meaning and rationale of such accounts Bede's understanding of the reliability and trustworthiness of his witnesses also needs to be considered. The paper argues that Bede attributes to those witnesses whom he perceives as credible in these matters not only rational and moral but also certain religious qualifications, which enable them to perceive and understand the spiritual meaning of the events which they relate and thus underpin their credibility.
Doubt is something which historians must always face as they strive to provide trustworthy accounts of events in the past. Bede responds to doubt and at the same time establishes his own credentials as a trustworthy historian by describing the people whom he has consulted for their knowledge of the English past.
2 These people are his credible witnesses. Since accounts of miracles are especially open to doubt, Bede responded by identifying the witnesses of the miracles and establishing their credibility. These witnesses had the ability to see the miracles accurately, to report honestly what they had experienced and to discern their meanings, in short, their moral and religious qualifications. Their moral qualifications and their religious qualifications must be carefully distinguished. The moral qualifications such as honesty and good works made them accurate reporters. The religious qualifications such as their ecclesiastical status as bishops or priests or religious sisters or monks and their monastic education enabled them in addition to understand the spiritual meaning of their experiences. Bede valued his witnesses' religious qualifications. Since, for Bede, miracles had both historical and theological significance, they needed witnesses with spiritual eyes to perceive and to understand their spiritual meanings.
. The ability to see the spiritual meaning of a miracle is a form of spiritual discernment.
These traditions or canons were set by Pope Gregory the Great as Brian Butler has suggested in a recent article. He considers that Gregory's 'acceptance of their [i. e. the miracles'] historical truth was not dependent upon scientific criteria, but rather upon the moral character of the witness or witnesses involved.' 6 Butler argues that the moral character of the witness guarantees the accuracy of the account of a miracle. Historians who have studied Bede's use of credible witnesses are more likely to be interested in the witnesses' ability to make accurate reports. Alan Thacker as a historian has recently drawn attention to 'a governing principle,' that is, 'the straightforward faith of the hagiographer in the stories offered by his trustworthy witnesses.' 7 The hagiographer accepts as true the reports which his sources have given to him. Thacker's reference to 'grand ecclesiastics' suggests that he thinks that religious status might play a role in their status as credible witnesses but he does not explore this possibility further.
8 George Hardin Brown shares the view that the witnesses' role is to report accurately what they had experienced.
9 Gail Ivy Berlin, in her study of Anglo-Saxon methods of evaluating the truth of accounts of historical events, identifies the importance of credible witnesses as a means of dispelling doubt.
10 She writes, 'most reliable of all was an account given by an eye-witness to the events, or by someone who had had direct contact with such 3 B. Colgrave, 'Bede' 12 Joel T. Rosenthal argues that Bede's witnesses, 'men of holy life and good repute,' have moral qualities which establish their credibility but he does not examine the role which their religious status plays in establishing their credibility. 13 William McCready identifies the 'moral' qualifications of the witnesses and argues that doubt is 'an ethical issue ... to be countered with a moral rather than a scientific challenge.' 14 He is examining doubt about a miracle's veracity. He does not consider the witnesses' religious qualities as necessary for their ability to see and understand the religious significance of a miracle. Paul Meyvaert and Benedicta Ward, on the other hand, suggest that Bede valued witnesses for their reliability and their ability to detect the significance of the miracles. 15 For Ward, this is an 'inner significance' which one might equally call a religious significance. 16 The interpretation of a wondrous event identifies it as a miracle and discerns its meaning. Accuracy, of course, is important, but that is guaranteed by the quality of the witness. Benedicta Ward is, perhaps, the most useful authority on Bede's use of witnesses, since her combined vocation as historian and theologian enables her to see both the historical and theological elements in Bede's accounts of miracles. 17 Hence she understands that the witnesses need religious qualities and status to see the theological meaning of a miracle. More recently Andrew Rabin and Brian Butler have revisited the qualities of the witnesses of miracles to stress their role not only as eye-witnesses but also as people who could understand their spiritual and religious meanings. 18 Bede, as we will see in this paper, uses his witnesses as eye-witnesses and as interpreters of the miracles. This paper will, therefore, build upon this recent work and examine the religious status of Bede's credible witnesses.
In the beginning of his Prose Life of Cuthbert, Bede, acknowledging his need for reliable sources, writes of his intention to use 'the scrupulous examination of credible witnesses.'
Stephen Sharman, "The In the preface to the HE he writes of the need 'to remove all occasions of doubt' by using 'the faithful testimony of innumerable witnesses' and 'the trustworthy testimony of reliable witnesses.' 20 The words 'faithful', 'trustworthy' and 'reliable' are significant. Witnesses with these qualities are credible, their report can be believed and any doubt about the truth of the events can be removed. Bede expresses his confidence in the reliability of such witnesses, writing of one witness, 'what cannot be uncertain is that whatever such a man said must be true.' 21 Many of these witnesses are ecclesiastical persons who might be known and trusted by other ecclesiastical people such as Bede. 22 Bede recognises the importance of social and ecclesiastical status among the qualifications of his witnesses but he also values their experience of religious life, perseverance in their vows and sufferings in ascetical lives as means of enhancing their ability to see and to understand religious events. He describes these qualities of witnesses in his accounts of visions of light. His witnesses have eyes which can see the presence of God in the visions and miracles which they witness and hence their testimony is trustworthy. 23 Bede, then, becomes only the faithful relater of what others have told him. This is the vera lex historiae in action. 24 Bede never relates an account of a miracle which he himself has experienced. He depends upon his witnesses.
Bede's Prose Life of Saint Cuthbert provides an example of doubt in an account of a miracle. Here the doubt concerns the whole preaching of the Christian Gospel. A group of countrymen watching a party of monks being carried out to sea on a raft say, 'Let no man pray for them, and may God have no mercy on any one of them, for they have robbed men of their old ways of worship, and how the new worship is to be conducted, nobody knows.' 25 They have lost their old religion and have not yet become at home in the new religion. Hence we find their doubt, or lack of confidence, in the new religion and its adherents, the monks. Cuthbert responds to their doubt by praying. The winds change and the monks are blown back to shore and to safety. This miracle appears to cure the doubt of the countrymen. Then Bede introduces a credible witness to this event, 'a very worthy brother of our monastery.' 26 As a brother of Bede's community, he is a The event is not only a change in the wind, a normal event of the weather, but a miracle in that God has intervened in the weather to rescue his servants. This witness is himself a member of a chain of witnesses. He 'declared that he himself had often heard these things related in the presence of many by one of these same people, a man of rustic simplicity and absolutely incapable of inventing an untruth.' 27 We have here doubt, a miracle which cures the doubt and two credible and reliable witnesses. We also see two interrelated themes. One witness has a religious status as a member of a monastery, which strengthens his standing as a credible witness. The second witness has a moral standing which also establishes his role as a credible witness. The focus here is on the religious status of the witnesses which enables them to see the religious meaning of a vision of light without losing sight of their moral qualities which enhance the credibility of their reports of the miracles.
The witnesses were observers and reporters of their experiences of miracles. In Andrew Rabin's perceptive words, 'the reader, like the witness, becomes one who recognises the significance of what he has seen, internalizes its message, and testifies to its meaning through penance and conversion.' 28 Bede's credible witnesses could by virtue of their religious qualifications penetrate into the inner meaning of the event and see God at work in their experience. This is a form of spiritual discernment which enabled them to understand the significance of visions of light. Benedicta Ward stresses this point:
The miracle was part of a living tradition for Bede and its interpretation is vital. The witnesses are 'true and religious men', those in fact who can be relied upon to judge events rightly and see what is significant about them, rather than the most accurate observers of facts. 29 Bede thought that the witnesses' lives would be changed by their experiences of miracles and visions of light.
30 Such a transformation becomes a testimony to the reality of their experience and the accuracy of their reporting and interpretation of it. At the beginning of homily II.2, Bede writes about the effect that the miracles could have on the witnesses. He speaks of 'signs and miracles' which have two parts, namely, 1) 'what 27 Bede, Prose Life of St Cuthbert, III, 64. 165. 28 Rabin, 'Bede, Dryhthelm and the Witness to the Other World,' 377-8. 29 Ward, 'Miracles and History,' 72; for the role of a witness' ability to interpret what he experiences, see Rabin, 'Bede, Dryhthelm and the Witness to the Other World,' 397. 30 Rabin, 'Bede, Dryhthelm and the Witness to the Other World,' 380, 'Moreover, the witness, and especially the witness to a miracle, becomes the means by which Bede communicates the subjective experience and moral impact of the event described. The witness testifies not merely to the facts of history but to his own transformation and participation in that history, a conversion that provides a paradigm for the reader's own reaction to the narrative.'
Stephen Sharman, "The Then he insists that the witnesses of the miracles 'consider what they themselves ought to be doing inwardly, following the example of these (signs), and what mystical truths they ought to be pondering in these (stories).' 32 This pondering may well lead to a transformation of the witnesses' lives. The religious sisters who are often the witnesses of visions of light have been transformed by their long devoted lives in monasteries and have received eyes which see and understand the religious significance of the miracles and visions of light. This, then, is a form of spiritual discernment and a part of the monastic life of prayer, repentance and conversion of life.
The next section of this paper presents a number of examples of credible witnesses to illustrate the ideas presented in the first part. In each case I have demonstrated that the witnesses were religious people with religious qualities. These qualities could also be described as monastic qualities since all of the witnesses except one, a king, were members of monastic communities. Their spiritual discernment enables them to see visions of light and to understand the significance of what they experienced. They see visions of light and perceive the presence of God in His holy saints.
We begin with a religious sister named Begu who saw a vision of divine light at the time of the death of St. Hilda of Whitby. Begu was a senior nun 'who for thirty or more years had been dedicated to the Lord in virginity and had served Him in the monastic life.' 33 Her long monastic life enabled her to understand the spiritual meaning of the event and also to report truthfully what she saw. We have in Begu a combination of ecclesiastical status and moral qualities. St. Hilda was a 'most devoted servant of Christ' religiosissima Christi famula whose sanctity was revealed by this vision of light. 34 This was Begu's experience:
as she was resting in the sisters' dormitory, she suddenly heard in the air the well known sound of the bell with which they used to be aroused to their prayers or called together when one of them had been summoned from the world. On opening her eyes she seemed to see the roof of the house rolled back, while a light which poured in from above filled the whole place. As she watched the light intently, she saw the soul of the handmaiden of the Lord being borne to heaven in the midst of that light, attended and guided by angels. Then awakening and seeing the other sisters lying around her, she realised that what she had seen had been revealed to her either in a dream or in a vision. 38 Begu's knowledge of the Life and her monastic life and reading enabled her to understand that in her vision she saw the holy soul of Abbess Hilda being carried in light into heaven and to know that it was the light of God. In the last part of this account, she wonders whether she had dreamt or seen a vision. In his In Cantica Canticorum, Bede states that a soul, 'who has closed her bodily eyes to exterior things, as if she were asleep, may open the eyes of her heart to a vision of hidden things and thereby make herself foreign to the cares of visible things in order to keep awake for the contemplation of invisible things.' 39 This is the vocation and life of a religious sister. Begu's many years of living this life has awakened her sight and enabled her to understand the vision of divine light which was revealed to her. She is, therefore, an example of the credible witnesses whom Bede seeks to dispel doubt from his accounts of miracles and visions of light. Another witness of the vision of light was 'one of the devoted virgins of God, who had been deeply attached to her.' 40 Her devoted religious life establishes her credibility as a witness. She understands what she sees. Her devotion to her abbess is a moral quality which enables her to report accurately what she saw. We have, therefore, two witnesses with religious qualities who experience and understand the religious event of a vision of heavenly light.
The senior sister of Barking Abbey, Torhtgyth, is a witness to a vision of light which appeared at the time of the death of Abbess AEthelburh.
41. This faithful nun had lived for many years in the monastery, always seeking to serve God in all humility and sincerity and endeavouring to help the mother to keep the discipline of the Rule by teaching and reproving the younger ones. Now in order that her strength, like the apostle's, might be made perfect in weakness, she was suddenly afflicted with a most serious bodily disease and for nine years was sorely tried, under the good providence of This description gives her a number of moral qualities, humility, sincerity and patience which are tested and strengthened by her long illness. She had a long life in the monastery, a shared responsibility with the abbess for running the monastery, a special care for training the younger sisters and the testing of a long illness all of which made her a credible witness of a vision of light. Her monastic experience enables her to understand what she saw and her moral qualities help her to report her experience accurately. Together these qualities remove any doubt from her account of the vision of light. She saw 'a human body, wrapped in a shroud and brighter than the sun, being apparently raised up from within the house in which the sisters used to sleep ... until it was drawn up into the open heavens and she could see it no longer.' 43 Bede concludes that 'there remained no doubt in her mind that some member of their community was about to die whose soul would be drawn up in the skies by the good deeds she had done, as though by golden cords. 45 What is interesting in Torhtgyth's vision of light in contrast is that she does not 'see' a human soul but a 'human body' carried up to heaven.
Dryhthelm saw visions of light in heaven during his journey through hell and heaven. 46 This divine light was an important feature of his experience of heaven since it revealed the presence of God. After these experiences he retired to an ascetical life in a monastery where he related the experience of his journey 'only to those who were terrified by fear of the torments or delighted with the hope of eternal joys and were ready to make his words a means of spiritual advancement.' 47 This custom gave Bede a number of credible witnesses to draw upon when he came to record Dryhthelm's experience. 48 These witnesses had both moral qualities and ecclesiastical and religious status. First is 'a monk named Haemgisl, who was an eminent priest and whose good works were worthy of his rank. He is still alive, living in solitude in Ireland and 42 Bede, HE, IV 9, 360. 361. 43 Bede, HE, IV 9, 360. 361. 44 Ibid. 45 49 His ecclesiastical rank of priest, monastic life of strict asceticism and good works make him a credible witness. The second witness, King Aldfrith, is 'a most learned man in all respects' who combines a high social standing with great learning. 50 As an exile in Ireland, Aldfrith had lived and learned in Iona which gave him religious qualifications as a credible witness. His monastic education would enable him to understand the meaning of Dryhthelm's journey in the afterlife. In Iona he would have heard of the visions of light that were an important part of St Columba's life and therefore to recognise the importance of the light which Dryhthelm had seen in his time near heaven. 51 Third, abbot AEthelwold of the monastery where Dryhthelm retired for a religious life is 'a man of pious and sober life' whose attainments in the religious life and his monastic education make him another credible witness. 52 These three witnesses also have high moral qualities. They do good works and lead a 'pious and sober life'. This makes them reliable reporters of Dryhthelm's experiences. Their ecclesiastical status and monastic education enable them to understand the visions of the afterlife which Dryhthelm relates to them. They are the reliable witnesses not of Dryhthelm's journey but rather of Dryhthelm's accounts of his experience. They can say that they are reporting accurately what he told them, and they can claim that they understand the significance and importance of Dryhthelm's vision. Dryhthelm is himself the only credible witness to his own experience. His credibility as a witness to his experience is based upon his conversion to monastic life, his strict ascetic life of conversion and repentance and his attainment of the religious qualities which Bede prizes in his witnesses.
Fursey is the only witness of his own journey through hell and heaven, but his combination of moral and religious qualifications makes him a credible witness. The first enables him to report accurately what he experienced and the second to understand the meaning of his experience. Fursey was, in Bede's words, 'renowned in word and deed and remarkable for his singular virtues' and 'anxious to live the life of a pilgrim for the Lord's sake, wherever opportunity offered.' 53 As Dryhthelm did, Fursey told his experiences to people 'who questioned him about them, because they desired to repent.' 54 Consequently they could understand that a vision of the pains of hell could be a motive for repentance and amendment of life. They became credible witnesses to both the vision and its meaning. Bede learned of Fursey and his vision through a chain
